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LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND THE COMMUNITY 
Since Federation in Australia the place of Local Government in our 
system has remained a difficult one, not unnaturally giving rise to repeated 
complaints by those responsible for administering it. The Federal 
Government has a position of administrative and financial dominance, well 
beyond what was envisaged at the time of forming of the constitution, 
largely achieved by judicial interpretation. The Commonwealth's effective 
power through uniform income and company tax, which confirmed its dominance 
of the loan council, has now been added to through extensions of. judicial 
decisions on excise taxes, the corporations power and the external affairs 
power. The States remain with considerable powers, inadequate means to 
finance their administration, and illogical boundaries - more than merely 
powerful provinces, but entrenched by the difficulty of constitutional 
change. 
Local Government, which inevitably developed in Australia to provide 
citizens with a voice in their immediate and parochial environment, has with 
one exception - the Brisbane City Council, less power and influence than its 
counterparts in other countries since their functions are partly held by 
Federal or State Governments. Constituted by State Legislation, their 
revenue base is often found inadequate to obvious local need, and their 
powers at times appear unduly restricted. There is no cfihre for that 
situation in the proposal to include Local Government in the Federal 
Constitution. Whatever warm inner glow may be provided by such a change in 
reality it is not much more than a cosmetic one - in practical terms there 
will be little discernible difference. 
I can foresee little change in the relations between the three tiers of 
government except in the Commonwealth's continually expanding role. In the 
case of Local Government, the only major change from a structural point of 
view will come from amalgamations. Whatever the logic of redrawing 
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boundaries, having bigger local governing bodies to achieve economies of 
scale in use of staff and equipment, and greater flexibility in the use of 
revenue, all of us know how entrenched local custom, parochial loyalties, 
and the vested interest of existing staff resistant to change can be. It is 
unlikely that extensive re-organisation of Local Government will occur 
through amalgamations. I looked on, while a public servant in Victoria, 
with some fascinated amusement, at the exercise which took place of an 
extensive investigation into ^ recommendations for drawing boundaries of 
Local Government. I had been there and done that. South Australia had a 
Royal Commission on the topic some years before. It too, recommended 
extensive changes. Local resistance was such that few changes occurred. I 
remember the then Governor, Sir Mark Oliphant, and Lieutenant Governor, Sir 
Walter Crocker, urging me on and telling me I was supine not to enforce the 
changes. I said in reply that I hoped they would go out and persuade people 
to change their minds, as I had failed and I, unlike them, had to win 
elections. And in Victoria after much time, effort and money, as little was 
achieved. 
So, however much we may bemoan some aspects of our present set-up, we're 
stuck with it. How best do we use it to cope with the needs of a world 
whose pace of technological development is ever increasing, whose pace of 
social change, while slower, is nevertheless significant? 
Local Government is very diverse in the type and area of territory, in size 
of population and in income, in development potential, in the demands and 
needs of local residents. While, albeit with the assistance of the Grants 
Commission, it is possible to equate the States of Australia despite the 
manifest differences of Tasmania and New South Wales for instance. It is 
not possible in the same way to equate Local Governments - there are few 
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similarities between the suburban Town Council of Walkerville in South 
Austral 
ia, the City of Townsville, or the P1 *-1 1 11 I ffu inn 11 of Kerang in 
Victoria. Despite this diversity it is possible to find some common 
attitudes, and changes in them, which are likely in some measure to affect 
all Local Government. 
Throughout much of its history active involvement of local citizens in 
Local Government has been by a minority, quite often a tiny minority. Where 
and when voluntary voting obtained, the proportion of entitled voters 
actually participating in polls to elect councillors was, with few 
exceptions, pitifully small. 
The road of those intent on encouraging constructive participation in human 
affairs proves to be stony. I can remember at a time when I was intent on 
introducing workers participation in management in South Australian 
industry, I visited the Saab-Scania motor works in Sweden, where they had 
had a program of workers' participation for some time, and said to the 
worker-elected director on the board of the company. "Do you get a good 
attendance of workers at meetings when you discuss board decisions and 
company policy?" "Only," he replied "when they want my blood." 
The arousing of anger, conflict, negative emotion is a much more powerful 
stimulant to participation that constructive discussion and proposals which 
are seen to be benign and enhancing. This is well-recognised by the owners 
of the mass media - how often do the words "shock," "drama" "row" "scandal" 
appear in their headlines? 
I was given a remarkable demonstration of this characteristic of the 
behaviour of local residents when in the Town of St. Peters (an inner 
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suburban council) an area of urban blight called Hackney was to be 
redeveloped as a joint operation between the Council, the State Housing 
Trust, and the State Government. Public meetings were called where the 
input of local citizens was sought in constructive proposals for the form of 
redevelopment. 
Very few came to the meetings, or responded to advertisements and articles 
in the local press. 
A set of proposals was developed and published, still with little reaction. 
Then a newspaper headlined a story that all the residents would be removed 
without adequate compensation, and there was an uproar. The newspaper story 
was baseless, each local resident was consulted and each of them, by special 
arrangements made through the Housing Trust, was better off than before. 
But we were attacked on the ground that poor people needed poor standard 
housing, and that by upgrading it we were depriving them of the only houses 
they could afford. When a number of houses were standing empty, the 
Housing Trust decided that the pressure for welfare housing was such that 
in the interim before their full works program was undertaken, it was best 
to do some basic repairs and move some welfare families in temporarily. We 
were then attacked for moving poor families in because, it was said, this 
was a dastardly plot to depress the value of the houses we had not yet 
acquired. Eventually all these problems were overcome, a consultation 
office was set up in the area which was vital to gain understanding and to 
scotch the daily baseless, but fear-producing rumours and the Hackney 
redevelopment turned out a great success. 
But there were other areas of urban blight in Adelaide and I called a 
meeting of the officials of progress and residents associations who had 
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interest in them, and said "Before we do anything in these areas, all of 
which have a substantial number of slums identified by a Royal Commission, 
please give us your constructive proposals as to what should be done." They 
looked at me in bewilderment. Their energy had been generated by anger at 
qnd opposition to proposals before Councils. Stopping things was their 
forte. Building anything was not what they were about. 
Of course there are good examples in Australia of the volunteer action of 
residents and service groups to work together with Local Government to 
create an enhancement of local facilities and the environment, to do 
something constructive. This is almost always the work of an elite, a 
ginger group, the concerned and caring minority, the people who are prepared 
to devote their own time labor and money to the public need." Nothing in the 
^ community gets achieved except through the initiative of minority ginger 
groups. But those ginger groups need to carry with them the majority, and 
amongst the majority it is easier often to arouse passionate opposition than 
tepid support. 
To obviate that problem councils need to use the most modern techniques of 
providing information and communication. The days when holding open council 
meetings or advertised public meetings to discuss proposals and issues might 
suffice, have long gone. Councils need adequate information services to 
residents with, in large councils information banks, and to use up-to-date 
printing techniques to get information out. As a new and computer-literate 
population grows up, residents must be able to get access to information on 
computer. At present, if councils have an access screen in their offices it 
is likely few people will use them. That has certainly been found to be the 
case in experiments in tourist offices to date, for instance. The present 
adult population, and especially the growing ageing, are computer-shy. But 
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this will change and councils must be ready for the change, while using 
older techniques communication with the present dominant majority. 
Speaking of ageing, the dominant feature of Australian demography is that 
increasing numbers of proportions of our population will be over 55 years of 
age, with increasing life expectancy. This is a trend which has been 
obvious for some time - in fact it was the basis for the kind of 
"Copy-Florida" policy adopted by the Queensland Government for the area in 
which we are holding this conference. 
For Local Government the trend will place two additional demands. Housing, 
nursing homes, and services for the aged will be increasingly required. 
Tourism and leisure activities will be sought - the aged have leisure time, 
and many of them have some discretionary income which they want to use to 
travel and enjoy their retirement. Significantly, the same population trend 
occurs in the affluent nations of the Pacific Basin. The west coast of 
America houses the biggest concentration in the world of the affluent with 
leisure time and discretionary income, and our other major trading partner, 
Japan, now has what it calls a large "silver" market - Japanese who retire 
at 55 with the means and the time to travel. 
Already the growth figures for international tourism to Australia have 
exceeded optimistic predictions, and there is a steady increase in domestic 
tourism. Councils will be increasingly required to provide servicing 
infrastructure - parks, rest stops, litter and toilet services and 
information. Undoubtedly ratepayers will protest that they are footing the 
bill for outsiders, but the simple answer is that the multiplier figure in 
the local economy for every tourist dollar spent is 2.7, and that provides 
additional employment in all local retail and service establishments. There 
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can be little doubt that councils will also face great pressure to permit 
developments to provide accommodation^ entertainment}food and drink and 
hospitality to tourists; that some of these will be enhancing of the area, 
providing additional facilities for residents as well as tourists. But many 
developments proposed are likely to be crass, intrusive, and destroying of 
the very environment that might attract tourists. Tourist pollution is a 
sorry feature of many places in the world now - the beaches in the southern 
part of Italy are largely spoiled, and I will never forget going to the 
famous golden pavilion in Kyoto in Japan. This exquisite building, resting 
beside a beautiful lily-pond and surrounded by an exquisite Japanese 
garden, was built for a Shogun who could take quiet tea there, pole himself 
on the lily pond in a punt, feeding his silent carp and composing a graceful 
haiku. When I visited there, there must have been ten thousand visitors, 
mostly in noisy groups each led by a shouting Japanese guide with baseball 
cap, tour company flag and loud hailer. We only need to look at some of the 
outrage in building which insults the so-called Gold and Sunshine Coasts of 
Queensland for an object lesson in what not to do. 
Most urban councils, at any rate, have already made adjustments to meet the 
< 
challenge of Australia's multi-cultural policies. The ethnic population mix 
in Australia is changing marginally because of the pattern of our migrant 
intake. I quote from a recent paper by Dr. Alan Patience of Flinders 
University: 
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Origins of Immigrants 
Despite the increased diversification of recruitment of 
immigrants, Britain remains the single most important source of 
our immigration program. Britain is closely followed by New 
Zealand. In the period July 1986 to June 1987 they together 
accounted for more than a third of the over-all in-take. (See 
Table 1). Since 1947 the dominance of Anglo-Saxon immigration 
recruitment has been the outstanding characteristic of 
Australia's immigration program. 
However, over the years, non-British/New Zealand sources have 
begun to compete with Britain and New Zealand - though 
recruitment remains very diverse. At the end of the nineteenth 
century some 87% of the Australian population was of British 
extraction. By the end of World War II this had risen to just 
over 90%. After the introduction of the 1947 immigration program 
this dropped to about 77% by 1978. Projections - based on an 
average 70,000 net immigration per annum (which may prove 
slightly conservative) - show that early in the twenty-first 
century it will be around 70%. (See Figure 2.) In short, 
Australia's "core culture" will remain substantially connected to 
Anglo-Saxon traditions. 
ASIAN IMMIGRATION 
One of the more challenging developments over the past decade 
has been a steady increase in Asian immigration. This is clear 
from the most recent statistics. 
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TABLE 2: Regional Origins of Settler Arrivals, 




Asia 32,166 30 UK/Ireland 25,017 25 Oceania (mainly New Zealand) 17,756 15 Southern Europe 7,485 7 Middle East 6,952 5 Africa 6,407 5 Northern Europe 6,244 5 South America 4,174 3 USA/Canada 3,048 2 Other 4,060 3 
TOTAL 113,309 
Source: DILGEA, Current statistics. 
This is linked to the rapid rise in numbers of refugees in 
the region - in the wake of the end of the Vietnam War and the 
civil war in Kampuchea - which has obliged Australia to 
accommodate significant numbers of Asians (mainly Indo-Chinese) 
who have been forced to flee from their homelands. 
TABLE 3: Origins of Refugee Settler Arrivals, 
July 1986-June 1987 
Regional Numbers 
Origins (Australia) 
South East Asia* 3,902 
Eastern Europe 1,147 
Middle East 492 
Latin America 226 
Africa 218 
TOTAL 5,985 
* This DILGEA Category includes people with citizenship from 
Japan, Hong Kong, Thailand, Philippines, Vietnam, Korea, 
Singapore, Malaysia and Laos. 
Source: DILGEA, Current statistics. 
Dunstan Collection, Special Collections, Flinders University Library.
- 10 -
While this has resulted in some unease amongst some sections of 
the Australian community, one of the remarkable facts about Asian 
immigrants has been their ability to adapt and integrate quickly. 
Hassan and Tan have shown that there are good socio-economic 
reasons for this. The relatively high levels of education, 
capacity to speak English, socio-economic backgrounds (e.g., 
middle class) in their home countries, religious affiliations 
(mainly Christian), coupled with available community support 
structures have all contributed to the success, so far, of recent 
Asian immigration to Australia. (5) For example, the proportion 
of university graduates among Asian settler arrivals tends to be 
between three and seven times higher than the Australian 
population. (6) Significantly higher proportions of Asian 
settler arrivals are in professional occupations than the 
Australian population at large. (7) (Table 4). 
All of this makes it clear that we need to pay careful 
attention to the facts relating to recent Asian immigration 
before we jump to any hasty conclusions about its potential for 
disrupting social harmony in Australia. (9) 
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This pattern of change adds to the substantial change which occurred after 
1947 - which has resulted in ttis fact that if an adult population of about 
12,000,000 adults, nearly 2,000,000 or about 16% speak a language other than 
English at home. Numbers of the older people amongst those 2,000,000 are 
unlikely ever to be completely fluent in English, in fact hundreds of 
thousands are illiterate in English and uncomfortable in endeavouring to 
communicate in it. As this population ages like the rest, their previous 
natural interpreters, their children who grew up at school to speak English, 
now following Australian patterns of family behaviour, are moving away from 
home, tending to leave the older people somewhat isolated from the community 
in which they live. Outreach programs for the ageing in the ethnic minority 
communities will be essential. The need for communication was long ago seen 
in the creation of ethnic broadcast ing services and S.B.S. television, but 
these have limited reach and do not pretend to cover the range of 
community needs. 
A further and significant trend affecting larger urban councils in the 
metropolises is the need for significant urban infill. Australia has 
consistently developed low-density, sprawling cities. This has been 
contributed to both by the Australian ideal of a family home on a fenced 
quarter-acre block, and by our predilection for land-use zoning which 
prescribes that we will work here, shop there, and live somewhere else. The 
traditional European city made of mixed development has been anathema to 
Australian Local Government and to the planners, and we have extended low-
density use of services so that transport water and sewerage and fuel 
supply are, on an international scale, expensive and stretched. 
But the situation has been exacerbated by the reduction in the numbers 
occupying dwellings in inner suburban areas. When I become Member for 
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Norwood, an inner Adelaide suburb, in 1953 it had a population of 16,000 
adults. The number of dwellings is about the same today, but the population 
is down to 8,000. And that pattern is repeated in every large city. There 
will inevitably be pressure, but I believe councils should not merely react 
but take a lead in planning a change from low to medium density land usage 
in the inner suburbs. The South Australian Government has already announced 
such a strategy, but clearly the Local Governments will be those most 
directly involved. Again, modern information storage and planning 
techniques will be called in to play for this task, which will make a 
substantial change to conditions, and the social as well as the physical. 
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